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(57) ABSTRACT

The problem of abuse of privileges at cloud-hosted service
sites is addressed by connecting a single individual or “actor”
with multiple user accounts and/or other online identities,
thereby creating a “consolidated profile.” In this way a con-
fidence level can be established that a particular user account,
IP address or other identifying attribute is associated with a
particular actor. Different confidence levels may suffice
depending on the remediary action to be taken; for example,
holding a message for human review is obviously less draco-
nian than rejecting the actor’s registration at sign-up, and
would therefore require a lower degree of confidence.
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1
DETECTION AND PREVENTION OF
UNWANTED CONTENT ON CLOUD-HOSTED
SERVICES

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority to and the benefits of U.S.
Provisional Patent Application No. 61/602,946 (entitled
“ANOMALY-BASED CLASSIFICATION OF SOCIAL
MEDIA USER PROFILES”), 61/602,958 (entitled
“IMPROVED SOCIAL CONTENT MODERATION
USING CLUSTER-BASED SCORING”) and 61/602,960
(entitled “CONSOLIDATION OF SOCIAL MEDIA USER
PROFILES”), all filed on Feb. 24, 2012. The foregoing appli-
cations are incorporated herein by reference in their entire-
ties.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates, in general, to suppression,
moderation, and mitigation of malicious and unwanted trans-
actions on Internet websites.

BACKGROUND

While “spam” is commonly thought of as bulk delivery of
unwanted e-mail messages, the emergence of “social media”
websites has provided spammers with new opportunities to
identify potential recipients for their messages as well as new
channels of delivery. The term “social media” refers to tech-
nology tools that allow member users to disseminate, discuss,
share, or acquire information with or from other members.
Social media websites may appeal to a group of individuals
with common interests or, more commonly, maintain a broad
membership base that allows users to express interests and
exchange content generally or with like-minded members.
Such content may include links to external websites. Social
media is one specialized form of a “cloud-hosted service,”
i.e., a consumer or business service offered to a diverse group
of'users who primarily access it through the public Internet. A
sales contact database, a webmail program, and a document
collaboration tool are each examples of “cloud-hosted ser-
vices.”

The ease of identifying individuals and their interests, and
the readily available website-provided channels for commu-
nicating with them, strongly attract spammers to social
media. Utilizing a social media website’s search tools, the
spammer can target particular demographic segments or
members with common interests, directing links or advertis-
ing to such users. While typically forbidden by the social
media site’s terms of use, this practice is nonetheless wide-
spread and growing due to the mismatch between the spam-
mer’s economic incentives—spammers have no operating
costs beyond the time involved in identifying users and post-
ing messages, and much spam is automatically generated by
so-called spambots—and the ability of a social media site’s
proprietors to effectively police the site. With the large (and
growing) volume of messages posted and exchanged even on
small social media websites, human oversight of message
content is cost-prohibitive, and indeed, it may be difficult
and/or time-consuming even for a trained professional to
distinguish between legitimate and spam messages. Virtually
every consumer-facing site that permits message posting is
now vulnerable to spamming campaigns.

Current approaches to combating “social spam” tend to
involve conventional filter analysis of comments, postings,
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messages, trackbacks and pingbacks as these are posted or
delivered. Message-focused blocking techniques are coarse
by nature, and may be indifferent to context: low-grade pro-
fanity in a sports-related discussion forum is obviously dif-
ferent from an advertisement for a pornographic web site,
though the words may be similar. Monolithic rules can some-
times defeat rather than support the policy objectives of a
social media site.

It is also possible to base filtering purely on the username
rather than on the content of a message. This approach, too,
has limitations. Spammers rarely maintain the same exact
user information for long, so the “shelf life” of a user-based
spam rule (i.e., a user blacklist) may be quite short. While it is
possible to extend the rule beyond a specific user—for
example, an email-spam filter may build a reputation around
an [P address—the result is filter coarseness and the ensuing
prospect of false negatives (so too much spam gets through)
and/or false positives (which can alienate or even terminate
legitimate users). Moreover, these filters tend to lack the
ability to retroactively adjust the reputation assigned to a user
based upon subsequent signals or behavior. An individual
initially identified as a spammer, for example, may demon-
strate himself, through later actions, to be a legitimate user, or
vice versa.

These approaches operate, by definition, after a new user
has signed up with a site. Operators of social media sites
would also benefit from preventing suspicious or abusive
users from signing up in the first place, and/or by storing the
“suspiciousness” of the circumstances at the time the user
signed up. While successful blocking of a single abusive user
at sign-up may prevent the introduction of significant
amounts of spam, the targeting must be precise (i.e., with
minimal false positives) or the social media site will not only
shun legitimate users but may damage its reputation in the
wider community. Unfortunately, it is difficult to profile abu-
sive users based on stable, identifiable characteristics, in part
because of the “Darwinian evolution” of spamming activity:
abusers closely monitor and reverse engineer filtering meth-
odologies, and survive by adopting strategies to avoid these
filters. Moreover, attempts to generate valid, statistically
based classifier models of “good” and “bad” social media
users typically require human review of significant sample
sets—e.g., 10,000 representative examples of “bad” and
10,000 representative examples of “good.” Collecting such
large sample sets in a scalable fashion and in a timely, eco-
nomical manner represents a substantial challenge; indeed,
by the time the sample is collected, it may be obsolete as the
spammers change their patterns to avoid detection.

SUMMARY

As companies offer more cloud-hosted services, the preva-
lence of abuse continues to rise, and the abuse patterns on
these cloud-hosted services mirror those of social media sites.
Therefore, the spam problems experienced by social media
sites also arise in connection with many other cloud-hosted
services. The present invention provides multiple approaches
to combating entry of unwanted content on cloud-hosted
services, e.g., social spam on social media sites; these may be
utilized individually or combined into an integrated system or
method.

One approach addresses the problem at the sign-up stage,
identifying suspicious or abusive users and preventing them
from signing up in the first place. This approach utilizes a
relatively small initial data set based on the recognition that
while abusers’ profiles are mutable and difficult to character-
ize stably—abusers will deliberately shift their usage patterns
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to evade detection—a site’s legitimate users tend to have
similar and stable characteristics; that is, such characteristics
are “cohesive” across cloud-hosted service (e.g., social
media) sites and their users. The information gleaned from
analysis of this small data set can be applied to a much larger,
unsorted data set to obtain profiling criteria based on a large
population for statistical reliability.

A second approach improves upon the limitations of
purely-content-based and purely-user-based solutions, and
enhances message analysis by associating each user (author),
preferably across multiple cloud-hosted service sites, with an
individual “suspiciousness” score that may vary over time as
additional user actions are detected and evaluated. Knowl-
edge of the user is employed to better analyze the appropri-
ateness or acceptability of user actions, such as messages
posted.

A third approach improves the performance of user-based
filters by connecting a single individual or “actor” with mul-
tiple user accounts and/or other online identities, thereby
creating a “consolidated profile.” In this way a confidence
level can be established that a particular user account, IP
address or other identifying attribute is associated with a
particular actor. Different confidence levels may suffice
depending on the remediary action to be taken; for example,
holding a message for human review is obviously less draco-
nian than rejecting the actor’s registration at sign-up, and
would therefore require a lower degree of confidence.
Employing data from multiple cloud-hosted service sites not
only corroborates data relationships and thereby increases
associational confidence levels, but allows all such sites to
receive the benefits of the consolidated profile for spam-
detection and remediation purposes.

Again, any of these approaches may be combined with one
or both of the other approaches; all are complementary, but
may also be used singly. They may be implemented as meth-
ods or systems, and may be deployed on a single server
providing anti-spam services to multiple cloud-hosted ser-
vice sites or on the cloud-hosted service sites themselves.

Accordingly, in a first aspect, the invention pertains to
method of registering new users on cloud-hosted service
sites. In various embodiments, the method comprises the
steps of creating a database of electronically stored labeled
records corresponding to known legitimate users registered
on at least one cloud-hosted service site, each labeled record
including fields corresponding to attributes associated with a
legitimate user and values for at least some of the fields;
creating a database of electronically stored records corre-
sponding to individuals whose legitimacy as users of the
cloud-hosted service is unknown, each unlabeled record
including fields corresponding to attributes in the labeled
records and values for at least some of the fields; creating a
database of electronically stored records corresponding to
individuals known to be malicious or undesirable, each unla-
beled record including fields corresponding to attributes in
the labeled records and values for at least some of the fields;
computationally analyzing the database records to assign
probabilities or scores to at least some of the attributes and
values, the probabilities correlating with a likelihood that a
user matching those attributes is a legitimate user; receiving a
candidate’s request for registration, the request including val-
ues for at least some of the attributes in the databases; assess-
ing the values in the registration request against the probabili-
ties and computing a risk score for the candidate based
thereon; and taking an action based on the risk score.

In some embodiments, the method further comprises the
step of computationally analyzing the unlabeled records to
refine the probabilities in the labeled records, e.g., computa-
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tionally analyzing the unlabeled records comprises selecting
attributes with high probabilities in the labeled sample and
identifying records in the unlabeled data set having the high-
probability attributes. The method may further include iden-
tifying new attributes in the records in the unlabeled data set
having the high-probability attributes, the new attributes not
being present in the labeled records; and adding the new
attributes to the labeled records. Values for at least some of the
candidate’s attributes may be obtained from the cloud-hosted
service site. The cloud-hosted service site may be, for
example, a social media site. Values for at least some of the
candidate’s attributes are obtained directly from the candi-
date’s computer, and/or from one or more publicly available
databases. Additional values for attributes not contained in
the registration request may be obtained from one or more
publicly available databases.

In various embodiments, the method further comprises
modifying the probabilities based on subsequent actions by
user who have been registered based on the risk score. The
action may be, for example, causing registration of the can-
didate or denying registration of the candidate.

In another aspect, the invention pertains to a server for
supporting registration of new users on cloud-hosted service
sites. In various embodiments, the server comprises a data-
base of electronically stored labeled records corresponding to
known legitimate users registered on at least one cloud-
hosted service site, each labeled record including fields cor-
responding to attributes associated with a legitimate user and
values for at least some of the fields; a database of electroni-
cally stored unlabeled records corresponding to individuals
whose legitimacy as cloud-hosted service users is unknown,
each unlabeled record including fields corresponding to
attributes in the labeled records and values for at least some of
the fields; a communications module for receiving, from a
querying cloud-hosted service site, a candidate’s request for
registration thereon, the request including values for at least
some of the attributes in the databases; and an analysis mod-
ule configured to (i) computationally analyze the labeled
records to assign probabilities to at least some of the
attributes, the probabilities correlating with a likelihood that
a user is a legitimate user; (i) assess the values in the regis-
tration request against the probabilities; (iii) compute a risk
score for the candidate based thereon; and (iv) communicate
the risk score to the querying cloud-hosted service site or
cause registration or denial of the candidate based on the risk
score.

In various embodiments, the analysis module is further
configured to computationally analyze the unlabeled records
to refine the probabilities in the labeled records. The analysis
module may, alternatively or in addition, be configured to
computationally analyze the unlabeled records by selecting
attributes with high probabilities in the labeled sample and
identifying records in the unlabeled data set having the high-
probability attributes. The analysis module may be config-
ured to identify new attributes in the records in the unlabeled
data set having the high-probability attributes, the new
attributes not being present in the labeled records; and add the
new attributes to the database of electronically stored labeled
records. In some embodiments, values for at least some of the
candidate’s attributes originate with the cloud-hosted service
site. The analysis module may be configured to obtain, via the
communications module, values for at least some of the can-
didate’s attributes from one or more publicly available data-
bases and/or additional values for attributes not contained in
the registration request from one or more publicly available
databases. In some embodiments, the analysis module is fur-
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ther configured to modify the probabilities based on subse-
quent actions by user who have been registered based on the
risk score.

In another aspect, the invention relates to a method of
moderating activities on cloud-hosted service sites. In various
embodiments, the method comprises the steps of creating a
database record for a first user when the first user registers at
afirst cloud-hosted service site, the database record including
a plurality of profile fields and data in at least some of the
profile fields; based on data in the profile fields of the first
user’s database record, assigning an initial risk score to the
first user; identifying a cluster of database records associated
with other users based on similarities in the profile fields
thereof with respect to the profile fields of the first user, the
record cluster having an associated composite risk score
based on risk scores associated with the other users; assigning
the composite risk score to the first user; and based on the first
user’s resultant risk score, taking an action with respect to a
transaction conducted by the first user on the first cloud-
hosted service site.

In various embodiments, the method further comprises
modifying the first user’s risk score based on actions taken by
the first user over time. The action may be taken also based on
a message-level risk score, which may itself be dictated by
characteristics of the message and/or proximity in time and I[P
address to prior actions that have been identified as objection-
able. The profile fields on which the initial risk score is
assigned may comprise username, geographical location of
the first user, and prior actions associated with the first user’s
computer. The initial risk score may be based at least in part
on a probability that the username was computationally gen-
erated. The may be alerting the first cloud-hosted service site
to prevent the transaction from completing and/or preventing
the first cloud-hosted service site (which may, for example, be
a social media site) from posting the message. In some
embodiments, the action is applied to each of the other users
in the identified cluster.

In still another aspect, the invention pertains to a server for
moderating activities on cloud-hosted service sites. In various
embodiments, the server comprises a master database com-
prising electronically stored records for users registered at a
plurality of cloud-hosted service sites, each database record
including a plurality of electronically stored profile fields and
data electronically stored in at least some of the profile fields;
a communications module for communicating bidirection-
ally with cloud-hosted service sites, the communications
module being configured to receive, from the cloud-hosted
service sites, messages posted by users thereon and data
associated with newly registering users; and an analysis
engine for managing the master database and assessing mes-
sages posted by users on cloud-hosted service sites and
received via the communications module, the analysis engine
being configured to (i) create a database record for a first user
when the first user registers at a first cloud-hosted service site,
the database record including a plurality of profile fields and
data, received via the communications module from the first
cloud-hosted service site pursuant to the first user’s registra-
tion thereon, in at least some of the profile fields; (ii) compute
aninitial risk score for the first user based on data in the profile
fields of the first user’s database record and assign the initial
risk score to the first user; (iii) identify a cluster of records in
the master database associated with other users based on
similarities in the profile fields of the corresponding database
records, the cluster having an associated composite risk score
based on risk scores associated with the other users; (iv)
assign the composite risk score to the first user; and based on
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6

the first user’s composite risk score, take an action with
respect to a message posted by the first user on the first
cloud-hosted service site.

In some embodiments, the analysis module is further con-
figured to (i) receive data from the first cloud-hosted service
site corresponding to actions taken by the first user over time
and (ii) modify the first user’s risk score based on the received
data. The analysis module may be configured to take the
action based also on a message-level risk score; the message-
level risk score, in turn, may be dictated by characteristics of
the message and/or proximity in time and IP address to prior
actions that have been identified as objectionable.

The profile fields on which the initial risk score is assigned
may comprise username, geographical location of the first
user, and prior actions associated with the first user’s com-
puter. The initial risk score may be based at least in part on a
probability that the username was computationally gener-
ated. The action may be sending an alert, via the communi-
cations module, to the first cloud-hosted service site to sup-
press posting of the message, or preventing, via the
communications module, the first cloud-hosted service site
from posting the message.

Yet another aspect of the invention pertains to a method of
associating user records across a plurality of cloud-hosted
service websites, wherein (i) each of the user records com-
prises a plurality of fields relevant to identity and values for at
least some of the fields and (ii) at least some of the user
records lack sufficient data to identify a unique actor. In
various embodiments, the method comprises the steps of
identifying a first user record associated with a first cloud-
hosted service site; identifying a second user record associ-
ated with a second cloud-hosted service site based on simi-
larity between at least one field value in the second user record
and a corresponding field value in the first user record; com-
putationally determining a probability that the first and sec-
ond user records are associated with the same actor based on
similarities between additional corresponding field values in
the first and second user records; and if the probability
exceeds a threshold, taking an action with respect to the first
user on the first cloud-hosted service site based on a score
associated with the second user record.

The score may correspond to a suspiciousness level, a
common interest and/or receptiveness to advertisements. In
various embodiments, the method further comprises identi-
fying a third user record associated with a third cloud-hosted
service site based on similarity between at least one field
value in the third user record with a corresponding field value
in at least one of the first user record or the second user record;
computationally determining a probability that the first and
third user records are associated with the same actor based on
similarities between corresponding field values in the first and
third user records; and computationally adjusting the deter-
mined probability based on similarities between correspond-
ing field values in the second and third user records.

The field values may include at least one of an email
address, originating IP address, one or more identifiers asso-
ciated with an originating computer, one or more identifiers
associated with client software, a timestamp, a geographic
location, at least one self-reported field, at least one behav-
ioral attribute, or at least one specified interest. The action
may be causing the first cloud-hosted service site to hold a
message from a user associated with the first user record for
human review and/or causing the first cloud-hosted service
site to reject registration of a user associated with the first user
record.

In still another aspect, the invention relates to a server for
associating user records across cloud-hosted service website.
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In various embodiments, the server comprises a first memory
for storing a first user record associated with a first cloud-
hosted service site, the user record comprising a plurality of
fields relevant to identity and values for at least some of the
fields but lacking sufficient data to identify a unique actor
associated with the first user record; a second memory for
storing a second user record associated with a second cloud-
hosted service site based on similarity between at least one
field value in the second user record and a corresponding field
value in the first user record; and an analysis module config-
ured to (i) computationally determine a probability that the
first and second user records are associated with the same
actor based on similarities between additional corresponding
field values in the first and second user records; and (ii) if the
probability exceeds a threshold, cause an action to be taken
with respect to the first user on the first cloud-hosted service
site based on a score associated with the second user record.

The score may correspond to a suspiciousness level, a
common interest and/or receptiveness to advertisements. The
analysis module may be further configured to identify a third
user record associated with a third cloud-hosted service site
based on similarity between at least one field value in the third
user record with a corresponding field value in at least one of
the first user record or the second user record; computation-
ally determine a probability that the first and third user
records are associated with the same actor based on similari-
ties between corresponding field values in the first and third
user records; and computationally adjust the determined
probability based on similarities between corresponding field
values in the second and third user records. The field values
may include at least one of an email address, originating IP
address, one or more identifiers associated with an originating
computer, one or more identifiers associated with client soft-
ware, a timestamp, a geographic location, at least one self-
reported field, at least one behavioral attribute, or at least one
specified interest. The action may be causing the first cloud-
hosted service site to hold a message from a user associated
with the first user record for human review and/or causing the
first cloud-hosted service site to reject registration of a user
associated with the first user record.

As used herein, the term “spam” generically refers to
unwanted postings, messages, email, etc.—and typically, for
purposes hereof, to material posted to cloud-hosted services.
The term “transaction” includes a posting or other entry of
content onto, or other interaction with, a cloud-hosted ser-
vice. The term “message” generically refers to a posting,
note, comment or other form of communication sent or made
available by a user, either generally or to a selected audience,
via a cloud-hosted service website; and an “action” generi-
cally refers to user execution of a site-supported function or
utilization of a site-provided capability, e.g., posting a mes-
sage, uploading a profile, communicating with another user,
etc.

Reference throughout this specification to “one example,”
“an example,” “one embodiment,” or “an embodiment”
means that a particular feature, structure, or characteristic
described in connection with the example is included in at
least one example of the present technology. Thus, the occur-
rences of the phrases “in one example,” “in an example,” “one
embodiment,” or “an embodiment™ in various places through-
out this specification are not necessarily all referring to the
same example. Furthermore, the particular features, struc-
tures, routines, steps, or characteristics may be combined in
any suitable manner in one or more examples of the technol-
ogy. The headings provided herein are for convenience only
and are not intended to limit or interpret the scope or meaning
of the claimed technology.
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Inthe drawings, like reference characters generally refer to
the same parts throughout the different views. Also, the draw-
ings are not necessarily to scale, with an emphasis instead
generally being placed upon illustrating the principles of the
invention. In the following description, various embodiments
of the present invention are described with reference to the
following drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 illustrates a generalized system environment for
implementing embodiments of the present invention;

FIGS. 2 and 3 are a simplified block diagrams of computer
systems for implementing various embodiments of the
present invention; and

FIG. 4 graphically depicts how data among a plurality of
cloud-hosted service users can be correlated.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION
1. Representative Server Implementation

Refer first to FIG. 1, which illustrates, in block-diagram
form, a hardware system suitable for implementing the vari-
ous functions of the present invention and communicating
results to servers for cloud-hosted service sites. It should be
understood, however, that these components may also be
within the cloud server itself; i.e., the cloud server can provide
the antispam functionality described herein. The illustrated
antispam server 100 may comprise or consist of a general-
purpose computing device in the form of a computer includ-
ing a central processing unit (CPU) 105, a system memory
110, and a bidirectional system bus 112 that couples various
system components, including the system memory 110, to the
processing unit 105. The system memory 110 may include
computer storage media in the form of volatile and/or non-
volatile memory such as read only memory (ROM) and ran-
dom access memory (RAM). A basic input/output system
(BIOS), containing the basic routines that help to transfer
information between elements, such as during start-up, is
typically stored in ROM. RAM typically contains data and/or
program modules that are immediately accessible to and/or
presently being operated on by processing unit. The data or
program modules may include an operating system 115,
application programs 117, other program modules, and pro-
gram data. The operating system 115 may be or include a
variety of operating systems such as Microsoft WINDOWS
operating system, the Unix operating system, the Linux oper-
ating system, the Xenix operating system, the IBM AIX oper-
ating system, the Hewlett Packard UX operating system, the
Novell NETWARE operating system, the Sun Microsystems
SOLARIS operating system, the OS/2 operating system, the
BeOS operating system, the MACINTOSH operating sys-
tem, the APACHE operating system, an OPENSTEP operat-
ing system or another operating system of platform. The
operative functions of the invention are, in general, imple-
mented by an analysis engine 120 whose characteristics are
described in greater detail below.

A conventional communication module 125 handles com-
munications between server 100 and outside computational
entities such as cloud-hosted service (e.g., social media) sites
130. In this way, the functions of the present invention can be
performed on a remote basis as a service. Communication
module 125 generally includes a network adapter for wired or
wireless interface to a computer network (such as the Inter-
net) and/or a transceiver for data transfer over a telecommu-
nications facility operated by a carrier. For simplicity, the
discussion below treats communications between analysis
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engine 120 and cloud-hosted service sites 130 as occurring
directly, but this is to provide a conceptual framework for
understanding the operation of the invention; in fact, commu-
nications typically occur on a server-to-server basis via con-
ventional network protocols over wired or wireless connec-
tions organized as a wide-area network, a local-area network,
or the carrier-operated telecommunications infrastructure.

The server’s operator may interact with the system 100
using an input-output device 140 such as a keyboard, a posi-
tion-sensing device (e.g., a mouse), etc. The output of either
device can be used to designate information or select particu-
lar areas of a screen display 145 to direct functions to be
performed by the system. The computing environment may
also include other mass storage devices 150, directly con-
nected to system bus 112 (as indicated) or accessible exter-
nally via communications module 125. For example, a hard
disk drive may read or write to nonremovable, nonvolatile
magnetic media. A magnetic disk drive may read from or
writes to a removable, nonvolatile magnetic disk, and an
optical disk drive may read from or write to a removable,
nonvolatile optical disk such as a CD-ROM or other optical
media. Other removable/nonremovable, volatile/nonvolatile
computer storage media that can be used in the exemplary
operating environment include, but are not limited to, mag-
netic tape cassettes, flash memory cards, digital versatile
disks, digital video tape, solid state RAM, solid state ROM,
and the like. The storage media are typically connected to the
system bus through a removable or non-removable memory
interface. The databases discussed below may reside on one
or more of these mass storage devices, and the term
“memory” may connote RAM, ROM, or mass-storage media.

Analysis engine 120 may be implemented by computer-
executable instructions, such as program modules, that are
executed by a conventional computer. Moreover, the same
analysis engine may be used to implement the various func-
tions described below in connection with different facilities
of the invention, or, depending on design preferences, each
facility may be implemented as a separate computational
entity. Generally, program modules include routines, pro-
grams, objects, components, data structures, etc. that perform
particular tasks or implement particular abstract data types.
Those skilled in the art will appreciate that the invention may
be practiced with various computer system configurations,
including multiprocessor systems, microprocessor-based or
programmable consumer electronics, minicomputers, main-
frame computers, and the like. The invention may also be
practiced in distributed computing environments where tasks
are performed by remote processing devices that are linked
through a communications network. In a distributed comput-
ing environment, program modules may be located in both
local and remote computer-storage media including memory
storage devices. Any suitable programming language may be
used to implement without undue experimentation the ana-
Iytical functions performed by analysis engine 120. Illustra-
tively, the programming language used may include assembly
language, Ada, APL, Basic, C, C++, C* COBOL, dBase,
Forth, FORTRAN, Java, Modula-2, Pascal, Prolog, Python,
REXX, and/or JavaScript for example. Further, it is not nec-
essary that a single type of instruction or programming lan-
guage be utilized in conjunction with the operation of the
system and method of the invention. Rather, any number of
different programming languages may be utilized as is nec-
essary or desirable. Moreover, attribute correlations and
probabilities may be built using a grid computing (map:re-
duce) framework.

CPU 105 may be a conventional processing unit that
executes commands and instructions and/or may be or utilize
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any of a wide variety of other technologies including special-
purpose hardware, a microcomputer, mini-computer, main-
frame computer, programmed micro-processor, micro-con-
troller, peripheral integrated circuit element, a CSIC
(customer-specific integrated circuit), ASIC (application-
specific integrated circuit), a logic circuit, a digital signal
processor, a programmable logic device such as an FPGA
(field-programmable gate array), PL.D (programmable logic
device), PLA (programmable logic array), RFID processor,
smart chip, or any other device or arrangement of devices
capable of implementing the steps of the processes of the
invention.

Described below are three separate facilities that address
the problem of social spam in different ways. These facilities
may be utilized separately or in any combination, depending
on design choice. Implementing them together, on the same
server, provides a comprehensive, multi-faceted defense sys-
tem for combating social spam that may serve the needs of
many cloud-hosted service sites on a service basis. Alterna-
tive implementations are possible, of course; the various
facilities may be implemented individually, i.e., as logically
or physically distinct entities, and need not reside on a com-
puter distinct from the cloud-hosted service website server
that benefits from its functionality. Instead, elements of the
present invention may be implemented directly on cloud serv-
ers, either as self-standing computational facilities or as
“agents” that provide some functions locally but also com-
municate as background processes with a central server 100.

2. Anomaly-Based Classification of User Profiles

A first facility provided by some embodiments of the
invention addresses the problem of social spam at the sign-up
stage—that is, possible abusers are identified before they are
allowed into the community. Embodiments of this facility
utilize a relatively small initial data set based on the recogni-
tion that while abusers’ profiles are mutable and difficult to
characterize stably—abusers will deliberately shift their
usage patterns to evade detection—a site’s legitimate users
tend to have similar and stable characteristics; that is, such
characteristics are “cohesive” across cloud-hosted service
sites and their users. The information gleaned from analysis
of'this small data set can be applied to a much larger, unsorted
data set to obtain profiling criteria based on a large population
for statistical reliability.

In accordance with embodiments of the invention, a rela-
tively small data set of known legitimate users is employed to
identify attributes highly correlated with these users in an
automated, computationally tractable fashion. This data set
may be small in size but reflect data from multiple cloud-
hosted service sites to avoid spurious correlations specific to
aparticular site (due to a narrow, self-selected population, for
example). Whether or not each such attribute is also corre-
lated with spammers is not terribly important so long as the
overall set of identified attributes is more strongly correlated
with legitimate users than with spammers. These attributes
are preferably based on data gathered in the normal course of
registering a new user, and may extend to derivative
attributes—i.e., data computationally derivable from the base
set of attributes.

In some embodiments, the invention utilizes Bayesian sta-
tistical techniques to evaluate a new user. The prior Bayesian
probability is the likelihood that any new user is legitimate,
and the conditional probabilities are those associated with
attributes correlated with legitimate users—i.e., the probabil-
ity that a user with a particular attribute is a legitimate user.
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In a representative approach, a set of legitimate users is
obtained within a defined historical period (e.g., the previous
month) across one or more cloud-hosted service sites. While
each cloud-hosted service site will obtain many of the same
attributes from new users, the attribute sets obtained by dif-
ferent sites may vary in statistically useful ways. When a new
user signs up with a cloud-hosted service site, the user may
enter an email address and a username, and the site may detect
the user’s IP address and an identifier (e.g., web browser
version) associated with the computer. The site server will
also record the time of day, and the user may also enter
various interests. Different sites may obtain further informa-
tion directly from the user, e.g., name, address, and/or geo-
graphical location, and may obtain further information from
the user’s computer, e.g. web browser attributes, system tim-
ezone, and rich media capabilities. Some cloud-hosted ser-
vice sites may include JavaScript or other programming that
elicits information from a user’s browser or allows the
browser to send information directly to the site.

Each of these attributes may be a field in a database record
assigned to the user. This “labeled” sample set—labeled in
the sense that the set has been screened to contain only legiti-
mate users—is then stored as a series of such database records
and analyzed. Each record may collectively reflect attributes
obtained from all cloud-hosted service sites, even if not all
sites collect every attribute from new users; in other words,
the record for each user in the sample set reflects the union of
all attributes considered in the analysis.

Values for each attribute across the labeled sample set are
analyzed to determine each value’s prevalence thereacross.
For example, some IP addresses may recur with greater fre-
quency than other addresses, so the recurring addresses have
a higher correlation or probability (or conditional probability
level) with user legitimacy. A “legitimate” user, as this term is
used throughout the present specification, is one whose online
conduct when using the resources of a cloud-hosted service
site conforms to the policies of that site. Although a single
criterion of legitimacy across cloud-hosted service sites is
ideal, it is not necessary to proper operation of the invention,
since user policies across cloud-hosted service sites do not
vary significantly; accordingly, in a typical implementation,
each cloud-hosted service site is free to distinguish between
legitimate and abusive users according to its own criteria.
Accordingly, the database records in the labeled sample set
may have the following form:

TABLE 1
Labeled Sample Set
Attribute 1: Attribute 3: User
User IP Address  Attribute 2: User name address
User1  Value: <IP Value: <User name 1> Value: <User Address 1>
Address 1> <Probability for User = <Probability for User
<Probability name 1> Address 1>
for IP
Address 1>
User2  Value: <IP Value: <User name 2> Value: <User Address 2>
Address 2> <Probability for User =~ <Probability for User
<Probability name 2> Address 2>
for IP
Address 2>

where only three representative attributes are illustrated; typi-
cal records would have more. Angle brackets denote data
(such as strings or numerical values).

Once established, these probabilities may be computed
across a much larger unlabeled sample set—i.e., a larger but
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unfiltered historical set of cloud-hosted service users, as
opposed to one that has been restricted to only legitimate
cloud-hosted service users—in order to refine the probabili-
ties with greater statistical certainty. This may be accom-
plished, for example, by selecting attributes with high prob-
abilities in the labeled sample and identifying users in the
unlabeled data set with those high-probability attributes. For
unlabeled users so identified, the existence in their database
records of other attributes—i.e., “connected components”™—
identified during analysis of the labeled sample set is
assessed. Accordingly, the number of attributes initially
developed during analysis of the labeled data set may be
expanded based on correlation over a broader unfiltered
population.

Indeed, the unlabeled data set to which the initially identi-
fied attribute probabilities are applied may be broader than
site users. Commercial or public databases may include not
only the attributes identified by analysis of the labeled data set
but many others, and these can be analyzed to identify addi-
tional correlated attributes. For example, a public database of
common French surnames may be used to determine the
probability of a particular character sequence being supplied
by a French user.

Analysis of the labeled and unlabeled data sets results in a
set of probabilistically correlated attributes expected, to dif-
ferent degrees according to their probabilities, to be present
for alegitimate user. To the extent that a new candidate user’s
attributes differ from the normative values found in the legiti-
mate user data set, the probability that he is a legitimate user
decreases. Importantly, because of the probabilities assigned
to different attributes, some deviations are more important
than others in the probability computation; and because these
probabilities have been established over a broad population,
they are statistically meaningful. In Bayesian terms, the
analysis across labeled and unlabeled sample sets associates
conditional probabilities with the various attributes, and these
are applied using Bayes’ rule to attributes associated with a
candidate user to determine a probability that the candidate is
a legitimate user. If the probability is insufficiently high
according to a cloud-hosted service site’s policies (which
balance the need to avoid spam with the desire to avoid
erroneous user rejections), the user may be denied registra-
tion. The analysis may be carried out by each site or, more
typically, by a central service to which multiple cloud-hosted
service sites subscribe as customers—e.g., the server 100
shown in FIG. 1, as detailed below.

As noted earlier, analysis across the unlabeled data set may
identify new attributes not in the labeled sample, i.c., not
tracked or obtained by cloud-hosted service sites. These may
nonetheless be used during registration analysis by, for
example, obtaining enough identifying information from a
candidate user to consult a public or private database in which
the additional information may be found, or by modifying site
policies to require provision of data for these attributes as a
condition of registration.

A representative system implementation is shown in FIG.
2; for simplicity, the server 100, illustrated in detail in FIG. 1,
is abbreviated for ease of illustration. The illustrated antispam
server 200 includes analysis engine 120 and a master database
210. Master database 210 includes a series of partitions 225,
230, 235 for, respectively, the labeled sample set, the unla-
beled sample set, and the attribute correlations identified by
analysis engine 120 in the manner described above. As used
herein, the term “partition” can mean logically or physically
separate memory regions, but can also connote separate data-
bases that may or may not be stored in server 100; instead, one
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or more of the databases or database partitions may be stored,
for example, on network storage devices.

User characteristics relevant to labeled sample set 225 are
obtained from one or more cloud-hosted service sites 240 and
analyzed manually or computationally, or some combination,
and are electronically stored in database partition 225 in the
manner described above. Analysis engine 120 produces
attribute correlations and probabilities 235 based on analysis
of'the labeled sample set 225, and further refines these based
on analysis of the larger unlabeled sample set 230, which is
also drawn from cloud-hosted service sites 240 but, in addi-
tion, may have data obtained from other external sources of
data representatively indicated at 250. Such sources of data
may include lists of IP addresses known to have engaged in
malicious activity, or lists of email addresses whose pass-
words have been reported as stolen. The probabilities may be
still further refined by feedback; for example, if a registered
user is discovered to have engaged in abusive conduct, it may
be assumed that this user “spoofed” the system and, conse-
quently, his attributes upon registration may be retrieved and
probabilities assigned to these attributes reduced to reduce
the likelihood of future false positives. As used herein, the
term “electronically stored” includes storage in volatile or
non-volatile storage, the latter including disks, Flash
memory, etc., and extends to any computationally address-
able storage media (including, for example, optical storage).

Once attribute correlations and probabilities 235 have been
established, analysis engine 120 receives new user data from
cloud-hosted service sites 240 as visitors to these sites
attempt to register. Analysis engine 120 assesses new user
data from a registration candidate against attribute correla-
tions and probabilities in database partition 235, and assigns
a risk score to the candidate. Depending on the magnitude of
the risk score and the policies of the cloud-hosted service site,
direct action can be taken by server 100 (denying registration,
for example) or server 100 can instead provide a recommen-
dation (e.g., register/do not register) or the raw risk score to
the querying cloud-hosted service site 240.

3. Social Content Moderation Using Cluster-Based
Scoring

As noted above, risk-related attribute probabilities may be
refined based on the subsequent activities of users initially
scored as legitimate. A second facility provided by some
embodiments of the invention generalizes this approach to
improve upon the limitations of purely content-based and
purely user-based solutions. These embodiments enhance
message analysis by associating each user (author), prefer-
ably across multiple cloud-hosted service sites, with an indi-
vidual “suspiciousness” score that may vary over time as
additional user actions are detected and evaluated. Knowl-
edge of the user is employed to better analyze the appropri-
ateness or acceptability of message content.

An initial score may be assigned when the user registers
with a site, which may be expressed as a unitary value or in
terms of values associated with several spammer-suggestive
attributes, and that score is adjusted based upon the classifi-
cation of subsequent actions performed by that user. In addi-
tion, embodiments of the invention cluster users with similar
suspiciousness scores or profiles for analysis purposes and to
associate a user’s reputation with those of his “neighbors”
(i.e., members of his cluster). Each cluster is associated with
its own score, which, again, may be a unitary overall “spam-
mer likelihood” score or may instead reflect particular cat-
egories of risk, e.g., likelihood of posting commercial con-
tent, or racist or hate speech, or insulting messages; this
allows cloud-hosted service sites to set granular exclusion
policies based on site-specific criteria or priorities. The clus-
ter score allows anti-spam actions to be taken based on the
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cluster-level risk rather than the user-level risk, so that suspi-
ciousness signals present at sign-up time are used to deter-
mine whether to block a user’s first posting because he
belongs to a high-risk cluster—even if the suspiciousness
signals at the individual user level and for the individual post
are insufficient to make a determination. The decision to
block may be based, for example, on the cluster risk and a risk
score assigned to the particular user action.

It should be emphasized that the present invention may be
used to score user commonalities other than suspiciousness.
For example, actions may be taken with respect to a new user
based on, for example, a common interest with members of a
cluster or a cluster-based score indicating a user’s receptive-
ness to advertisement. In general, the invention is used to
group or associate clusters of disparate user identities based
upon shared attributes, behaviors, and access patterns among
them.

A representative system 300 implementing the invention is
illustrated in FIG. 3; for simplicity, the server 100, illustrated
in detail in FIG. 1, is abbreviated for ease of illustration. The
illustrated antispam server 300 includes analysis engine 120
and a master user database 310. Messages posted to, or user
actions taken on, customer cloud-hosted service sites 340
may be sent to antispam server 300 by means of an automated
process running on each of the cloud servers 130; for
example, this process may access the antispam server 300 via
the Internet using an application program interface (API). In
other embodiments, the antispam server 300 itself hosts one
or more of the cloud-hosted service websites 340, or may
employ a “pull” approach that retrieves messages from the
websites 340 on a periodic basis.

Analysis engine 120 analyzes messages and actions
received from cloud-hosted service sites 340 and populates
entries in master database 310. Data records in database 310
may be, for example, organized by user at the record level. In
a representative implementation, each user record has a plu-
rality of data fields, some of which correspond to suspicious-
ness signals. As explained below, a score may be computed
and entered in each of the fields for which information is
available. Alternatively, many of these factors for which data
is available may simply be analyzed together to create an
overall suspiciousness score for the individual; it is not nec-
essary, in other words, for data corresponding to each factor to
be explicitly stored in a data field. But for purposes of illus-
tration, the ensuing discussion will assume separate scoring
of different risk fields associated with each record. These
“extrinsic” suspiciousness factors relate to the source of a
message or action, and may change over time as new infor-
mation is developed regarding the particular user. In addition
(and optionally), a new action or message itself may have an
“intrinsic” suspiciousness value depending on the nature of
the action or message itself as described below.

TABLE 2

Labeled Sample Set

Attribute 3:
Browser

User Attribute 1: IP Address  Attribute 2: User name Type

User 1  Value: <IP Address 1>* Value:
<Browser
Type 1>*
Value:
<Browser
Type 2>
Value:
<Browser

Type 1>*

Value: <User name 1>

User2  Value: <IP Address 2> Value: <User name 2>

User3  Value: <IP Address 1>*  Value: <User name 3>
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In the example in Table 2, the records indicating User 1 and
User 3 may be clustered together, indicating a particular
likelihood of them being controlled by the same person. Even
though the User Name is different, because both accounts are
accessed from a common IP Address (IP Address 1) and Web
Browser Type (Browser Type 1), there exists a higher likeli-
hood that User 1 and User 3 are both controlled by the same
person. In contrast, User 2 is unlikely to be controlled by the
same person, since it has different values for all three of these
attributes.

When a user registers with a cloud-hosted service site, a
tentative population of risk scores across data fields for the
individual can be developed based on objective factors such
as the choice of username, the geographical location of the
user (i.e., where she is visiting from), and prior actions of the
computer she is using. However, given the sparsity of data
(the user has not actually done anything bad yet) and the risks
of a mistake (deleting an account at signup can be an unre-
coverable insult to an innocent user), taking strong action
(e.g. deleting the account) at signup time is not recom-
mended. But the information may be used to assign the new
user to a cluster as described below.

The suspiciousness of a username may be assessed com-
putationally based on factors suggesting automated genera-
tion. These factors may include the presence of numbers and
characters and how they are distributed or clustered, the
length of the username, and the frequency of letter trigrams
corresponding to English words or word fragments, for
example. Based on these factors, an automated process can
distinguish between, for example, a likely legitimate
“jsmith123@yahoo.com” and a suspicious
“dj27shsh37sjs37shsdj@yahoo.com.”

While suspiciousness cannot reliably be associated with
wide geographic areas, the smaller the region and the greater
the level of recently suspicious activity, the greater will be the
justified level of suspicion. The user’s IP address is often a
proxy for geographic location, and similarities between IP
addresses—more typically, portions of IP addresses—may
have greater relevance if the associated activity is recent. For
example, if 17 messages determined to be spam have been
sent from the same IP address in the past 30 days, a new
account traceable to the same or a closely related IP address
will have a high degree of suspiciousness; but the suspicious-
ness level decays over time, just as it does as the geographical
region expands, because the correlation becomes less certain.
Accordingly, a suspiciousness value may be assigned to a new
action based on proximity in time and IP address to prior
actions that have been scored as spam or otherwise objection-
able.

If two actions are received from an identical IP address
within a short window of time, the likelihood they were
performed by the same individual is high, and thus the sus-
piciousness of the prior action associated with that IP address
bears on the suspiciousness of the new action from the same
source. Because of the loose association between an IP
address and a particular user, however, the degree of confi-
dence that the source is, in fact, the same can be based on a
corroborating factor—e.g., temporal proximity. For example,
the confidence level associated with a [IP-address match might
be, e.g., 75% within a single day, 50% if within 3-7 days, etc.
By contrast, an e-mail address can usually be assumed to be
highly associated with a single individual, and an unambigu-
ously unique identifier may be computed for a given com-
puter to provide maximal confidence that two actions should
be associated with regard to suspiciousness; moreover, in
some implementations, a device ID or a unique cookie is used
to further increase the confidence level. The suspiciousness
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level assigned to a new action based on prior objectionable
actions assumed to emanate from the same source based on
IP, e-mail address, or machine identity, therefore, can be
weighted (e.g., multiplied) by this confidence level to obtain
an adjusted level that accounts for uncertainty.

Prior suspicious actions associated with an IP address
include registration of a user that has posted messages deter-
mined to be objectionable; prior suspicious actions associated
with a particular user or computer include prior postings of
spam, evidence of malicious activity, or impermissible pro-
fanity in a posting or profile upload. Having been deemed
objectionable, these activities obviously justify a high suspi-
cion level. Activities that deviate from normal patterns (e.g.,
deviations from a historical sending or posting rate, or from
historical text patterns) can also be suspicious, particularly if
such deviations are known to be associated with spam behav-
ior.

Analysis engine 120 computes a risk profile for a new
action based on these factors—user name associated with the
action, geographic location, prior actions associated with IP
address, prior actions associated with computer—which, it
should be stressed, are exemplary only. The resulting data-
base record for a new user will have field values correspond-
ing to risk scores for each factor, to the extent information is
available to be processed by analysis engine 120.

Analysis engine 120 groups users into clusters based on a
criterion of similarity. The objective is to associate users so
that risk may be based on the cluster rather than on the
individual, for whom information may be incomplete and/or
underdeveloped. Cluster-based risk scoring is particularly
important for new users who do not have a reputation based
on a history of activity. In fact, each user record may have a
“reputation” field that reflects the suspiciousness or risk level
associated with the individual, and which may change over
time depending on the user’s behavior. But initially, the user’s
reputation is set based on the cluster, e.g., as the cluster mean.
The cluster analysis may therefore be employed at the sign-up
phase as well as subsequently, as the user posts messages and
takes actions. Over time, these actions contribute to the user’s
individual reputation, which may gradually be weighted more
heavily than the cluster score as it becomes more reliable (i.e.,
based on enough time and user actions to be trustworthy).

“Similarity” between users for clustering purposes
depends on similar values for the individual risk factors, of
course, since the overall objective is to score risk. But since
new users will necessarily have incomplete database records,
other factors that tend to relate one user to others can be used
in the cluster analysis in order to identify a cohort of similar
users. These factors may include, for example, personal pref-
erence and interest data that the user supplies to the cloud-
hosted service site (e.g., favorite movie, homepage URL),
detected device signals (computer device 1D, operating sys-
tem version), and metadata associated with the registration
(e.g., time of day).

Over time, as the user engages in activities on the cloud-
hosted service site, the value in her reputation field is adjusted
based on the detection of unwanted behavior or its absence.
The data in the other fields is updated as new information is
developed, or if a change is detected (e.g., the user moves to
a new location). Depending on these changes and the user’s
reputation value, the user may be moved to a difterent cluster,
and the cluster mean risk score recomputed.

When a new user performs an action or posts a message on
a cloud-hosted service site, analysis engine 120 analyzes it
based on the “extrinsic” risk associated with the individual
(i.e., his reputation value) and, in some implementations,
“intrinsic” risk factors associated with the action itself. Some
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actions will be neutral, while others (e.g., posting a profanity-
containing message) will have a higher assigned level of risk.
Thus, if a new user was initially assigned a high level of
suspicion based on her cluster assignment, and an action has
an average or neutral level of suspicion, analysis engine 120
might block the action (through notification to the cloud-
hosted service site or, in some embodiments, directly by
sending executable commands to the cloud-hosted service
site server 340 via the communications module); if the user
was initially at low risk and the current action is of average or
neutral risk, however, analysis engine 120 may permit the
action. For example, consider an ambiguous comment left in
connection with a hypothetical news article, assuming the
system does not know whether the contents of the linked page
are pertinent to the main article:

“Please visit my site: http:/mysite.com”

This comment may link to supporting material, or may be
a completely irrelevant (and undesirable, to the site owner)
spam advertisement for an unrelated product. If the user has a
reputation indicating low suspiciousness (or high trust), the
anti-spam system may assume this comment is likely to be
pertinent to the news article, and can make a decision whether
to block or allow it without incurring the high computational
cost of retrieving and categorizing the linked page. If, on the
other hand, the user has a reputation indicating high suspi-
ciousness (i.e. low trust), the anti-spam system may “play it
safe” and block the comment until it is able to classify the
page. If, at a later time, the destination of the link is deter-
mined to have been objectionable (profane, fraudulent, ille-
gal, commercial, etc.), the reputation of the user (author) is
adjusted appropriately.

Computationally, the user reputation may take the form of
a score or coefficient reflective of suspiciousness. For
example, a neutral user may have a coefficient of 1, and a
suspicious user may have a score greater than one (how much
greater depends on the chosen scaling); the coefficient can be
multiplied by a baseline risk associated with an action, and if
the product exceeds a threshold, it is blocked. Alternatively,
the reputation value may be tiered rather than a continuous
value. The user may, for example, be placed into a “trust tier,”
or the user may be given a virtual “balance” and various
actions deduct various numbers of “credits.”” Any suitable
way of expressing risk in a manner that can be objectively
adjusted over time and applied to an action to create a risk
score will be suitable.

4. Consolidation of User Profiles

The performance of user-based filters may be improved by
connecting a single individual or “actor” with multiple user
accounts and/or other online identities, thereby creating a
“consolidated profile.” In this way a confidence level can be
established that a particular user account, IP address or other
identifying attribute is associated with a particular actor. Dif-
ferent confidence levels may suffice depending on the reme-
diary action to be taken; for example, holding a message for
human review is obviously less draconian than rejecting the
actor’s registration at sign-up, and would therefore require a
lower degree of confidence. Employing data from multiple
cloud-hosted service sites not only corroborates data relation-
ships and thereby increases associational confidence levels,
but allows all such sites to receive the benefits of the consoli-
dated profile for spam-detection and remediation purposes.

As described above, message analysis may utilize a “sus-
piciousness” score associated with an actor; this score may
vary over time as additional actions are detected and evalu-
ated. A third facility provided by some embodiments of the
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invention allows this actor to be identified and associated with
his or her cloud-hosted service “identities” across sites. Data
from multiple sites may therefore be used not only to identify
the actor, but to refine and update the actor’s “reputation.”

When an actor signs up with multiple cloud-hosted service
sites, various data items bearing on identity may be devel-
oped. For example, a new user may enter an email address,
and the site may detect the user’s IP address and an identifier
(e.g., MAC address) associated with the computer. The user
may also enter various interests. Each of these items may be
a field in a database record assigned to the user, which is
populated with as much user information as is available (e.g.,
obtained during sign-up and during subsequent user interac-
tions with a cloud-hosted service site). The number of fields
(i.e., data types) for each record will typically exceed what is
likely to be available from any single source, but once a
plurality of records is recognized as being associated with a
single actor, the data items are aggregated into a consolidated
profile richer than any single constituent record.

Refer to FIG. 4, which shows three records each associated
with a user, who may or may not be the same actor. Users 410
and 420 have the same email address. Identical email
addresses are reliably (i.e., with a high confidence level)
associated with a single actor, so users 410 and 420 are very
likely the same actor. Users 410 and 430 share the same IP
address. The association between an IP address and a particu-
lar actor is loose in itself, but can be corroborated. One cor-
roborating factor (not shown in the figure) is temporal prox-
imity. For example, the confidence level associated with a
IP-address match might be, e.g., 75% within a single day,
50% if within 2-7 days, etc. The level may increase if the
action (e.g., registration) that led to the capture of the IP
address is identical across addresses. Another corroborating
factor may arise from parsing email addresses for similarities,
e.g., name cognates. Thus, because user 430 not only shares
an IP address but also a name cognate (Joey vs. Joe) with user
410, the confidence level that they are the same person may be
fairly high based solely on email and IP addresses, but one
cannot be certain; Joey and Joe, for example, may be father
and son.

Because multiple individuals (e.g., family members, co-
workers, etc.) may use the same computer, the device ID is
only somewhat reliable to uniquely identify an actor. But
identical device identifiers may corroborate other indicia of
identity, or at least narrow the space of possible relationships.
In the case of users 410 and 420, for example, the data from
these fields justify a fair degree of confidence that they cor-
respond to the same actor.

It should be stressed that the fields mentioned above and in
the diagram are merely a small subset of the total fields that
may be used for the computation. For example, interests
entered by a new user when registering on a cloud-hosted
service site are obviously insufficient in themselves to asso-
ciate different users, but can represent a weak corroborating
factor. The fact that two users share the same IP address, and
both demonstrate or self-declare an interest in a particular
sporting team may combine to further boost the confidence
that they are the same actor. Fields may include, for example,
any one or more of the following representative items of
information: an email address, an originating IP address, one
or more identifiers associated with an originating computer,
one or more identifiers associated with client software, a
timestamp, a geographic location, at least one self-reported
field, at least one behavioral attribute, or at least one specified
interest.
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The consolidated user profile may associate the separate
database records with an actor, e.g., with two additional fields
in each record: one that identifies the common user and
another that specifies the degree of confidence of the associa-
tion. Each record may be independently associated with mul-
tiple other records. In some embodiments, a “root” or base
record is designated, and other related records are associated
with the root to a specified confidence level; in FIG. 4, for
example, ifuser 410’s record is the root, the records for users
420 and 430 are associated with user 410 rather than with
each other (i.e., there is no relationship specified between user
420 and user 430, even though that association may be the
transitive basis for associating user 430 with user 410). The
root record may be the one for which the most information, or
positively identifying user information (e.g., name and
address), is available. In FIG. 4, with the user 410 record
designated the root, user 420 may be associated with high
(e.g., 75%) confidence, and user 430 may be associated with
alesser (e.g., 20%) degree of confidence. In some implemen-
tations, the consolidated profile may be a single collection of
field values from records associated with a sufficiently high
(e.g., 265%) degree of confidence; again, that threshold may
vary depending on the actions to be taken based on the asso-
ciation. A suspiciousness level from any of the associated
records may be copied to the other records; for example, the
highest level of suspiciousness (based on an objection user
action) may be used across records so long as the association
confidence level is high enough. Alternatively, “clusters” may
be created through the use of unsupervised machine learning
or a similar technique; using this approach, no “root” is iden-
tified, but rather a collection of accounts with sufficient simi-
larity are grouped together and attributes and reputational
information shared amongst them.

It should be emphasized that the present invention may be
used to score user commonalities other than suspiciousness.
For example, actions may be taken with respect to a new user
based on, for example, a common interest with members of a
cluster or a cluster-based score indicating a user’s receptive-
ness to advertisement.

The system architecture shown in FIG. 3 may be used to
implement a profile-consolidation facility in accordance
herewith. User characteristics relevant to profile database
fields obtained on customer cloud-hosted service sites 340
(during user sign-up and subsequently, based on user actions)
may be sent to antispam server 100 by means of an automated
process running on each of the cloud servers 340; for
example, this process may access the antispam server 100 via
the Internet using an API. In other embodiments, the antispam
server 100 itselfhosts one or more of the cloud-hosted service
websites 340, or may employ a “pull” approach that retrieves
data from the websites 340 on a periodic basis.

Analysis engine 120 analyzes user database records and
field values from cloud-hosted service sites 340 as these
accumulate in master database 110. Analysis engine 120
associates the records as described above, and may repeat the
analysis (and update the association confidence levels) peri-
odically and/or as new data is obtained. Analysis engine 120
may then propagate these associations to the various cloud-
hosted service sites. For example, analysis engine 120 may
send a suspiciousness level associated with a site user based
on the consolidated profile. Analysis engine 120 may also
take direct action with respect to messages posted or other
actions taken by a cloud-hosted service user based on the
consolidated profile; for example, analysis engine 120 may
itself delete (or alert a cloud-hosted service site to delete) a
post from a suspicious user on any member cloud-hosted
service site 340.
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The terms and expressions employed herein are used as
terms and expressions of description and not of limitation,
and there is no intention, in the use of such terms and expres-
sions, of excluding any equivalents of the features shown and
described or portions thereof. In addition, having described
certain embodiments of the invention, it will be apparent to
those of ordinary skill in the art that other embodiments
incorporating the concepts disclosed herein may be used
without departing from the spirit and scope of the invention.
Accordingly, the described embodiments are to be considered
in all respects as only illustrative and not restrictive.

What is claimed is:

1. A method of associating user records across a plurality of
cloud-hosted services, wherein (i) each of the user records
comprises a plurality of fields relevant to an identity of an
actor and values for at least some of the fields and (ii) at least
some of the user records lack sufficient data to identify a
unique actor, the method comprising the steps of:

receiving a request from a first user to register at a first

cloud-hosted service site;

creating a first user record for the first user;

identifying a second user record associated with a second

cloud-hosted service based on similarity between at
least one field value in the second user record relevant to
the identity of the actor and a corresponding field value
in the first user record relevant to the identity of the actor;
computationally determining a probability that the firstand
second user records are associated with a first actor
based on similarities between additional corresponding
field values in the first and second user records; and
if the probability exceeds a threshold, taking an action with
respect to the first user record on the first cloud-hosted
service based on a score associated with the second user
record.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the score corresponds to
a suspiciousness level.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the score corresponds to
a common interest.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the score corresponds to
receptiveness to advertisements.

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising the steps of:

identifying a third user record associated with a third

cloud-hosted service based on similarity between at
least one field value in the third user record with a
corresponding field value in at least one of the first user
record or the second user record;

computationally determining a probability that the firstand

third user records are associated with a second actor
based on similarities between corresponding field values
in the first and third user records; and

computationally adjusting the determined probability

based on similarities between corresponding field values
in the second and third user records.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the field values include
at least one of an email address, originating IP address, one or
more identifiers associated with an originating computer, one
or more identifiers associated with client software, a times-
tamp, a geographic location, at least one self-reported field, at
least one behavioral attribute, or at least one specified interest.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the action is causing the
first cloud-hosted service to hold a message from a user
associated with the first user record for human review.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the action is causing the
first cloud-hosted service to reject registration of a user asso-
ciated with the first user record.
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9. A server for associating user records across cloud-hosted

service, the server comprising:

a communications module configured to:
receive a request from a first user to register at a first

cloud-hosted service site;
create a first user record for the first user;
a first memory for storing the first user record associated
with the first cloud-hosted service, the user record com-
prising a plurality of fields relevant to an identity of the
actor and values for at least some of the fields butlacking
sufficient data to identify a unique actor associated with
the first user record;
a second memory for storing a second user record associ-
ated with a second cloud-hosted service; and
an analysis module configured to:
identify the second user record associated with the sec-
ond cloud-hosted service based on similarity between
at least one field value in the second user record rel-
evant to the identity of the actor and a corresponding
field value in the first user record relevant to the iden-
tity of the actor;

computationally determine a probability that the first
and second user records are associated with a first
actor based on similarities between additional corre-
sponding field values in the first and second user
records; and

if the probability exceeds a threshold, cause an action to
be taken with respect to the first user record on the first
cloud-hosted service based on a score associated with
the second user record.

10. The server of claim 9, wherein the score corresponds to

a suspiciousness level.
11. The server of claim 9, wherein the score corresponds to
a common interest.

12. The server of claim 9, wherein the score corresponds to

receptiveness to advertisements.

13. The server of claim 9, wherein the analysis module is

further configured to:

identify a third user record associated with a third cloud-
hosted service based on similarity between at least one
field value in the third user record with a corresponding
field value in at least one of the first user record or the
second user record;

computationally determine a probability that the first and
third user records are associated with a second actor
based on similarities between corresponding field values
in the first and third user records; and
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computationally adjust the determined probability based
on similarities between corresponding field values in the
second and third user records.

14. The server of claim 9, wherein the field values include
at least one of an email address, originating IP address, one or
more identifiers associated with an originating computer, one
or more identifiers associated with client software, a times-
tamp, a geographic location, at least one self-reported field, at
least one behavioral attribute, or at least one specified interest.

15. The server of claim 9, wherein the action is causing the
first cloud-hosted service to hold a message from a user
associated with the first user record for human review.

16. The server of claim 9, wherein the action is causing the
first cloud-hosted service to reject registration of a user asso-
ciated with the first user record.

17. A computer program product comprising a non-transi-
tory computer usable medium including a computer readable
program, wherein the computer readable program when
executed on a computer causes the computer to:

receive a request from a first user to register at a first

cloud-hosted service;
create a first user record for the first user;
identify a second user record associated with a second
cloud-hosted service based on similarity between at
least one field value in the second user record relevant to
an identity of an actor and a corresponding field value in
the first user record relevant to the identity of the actor;

determine a probability that the first and second user
records are associated with a first actor based on simi-
larities between additional corresponding field values in
the first and second user records; and

take an action with respect to the first user record on the first

cloud-hosted service based on a score associated with
the second user record, if the probability exceeds a
threshold.

18. The computer program product of claim 17, wherein
the score corresponds to receptiveness to advertisements.

19. The computer program product of claim 17, wherein
the field values include at least one of an email address,
originating IP address, one or more identifiers associated with
an originating computer, one or more identifiers associated
with client software, a timestamp, a geographic location, at
least one self-reported field, at least one behavioral attribute,
or at least one specified interest.

20. The computer program product of claim 17, wherein
the action is causing the first cloud-hosted service to hold a
message from a user associated with the first user record for
human review.



